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In June, we were fortunate enough to be awarded a postgraduate scholarship funded by 
TASA’s Cultural Sociology Thematic Group. The scholarship supported our attendance at a 
public lecture, given by Associate Professor Ron Jacobs from the State University of New 
York in Albany. The lecture titled What’s wrong with Television: Media Narratives of 
Economic Crisis, was held at The University of Melbourne and occurred in association with 
Thesis Eleven’s ‘Festival of Ideas’.  
Ron Jacobs is a respected academic who has published extensively in the field of cultural 
sociology – most recently editing The Oxford Handbook of Cultural Sociology (2011) with 
Jeffrey Alexander and Philip Smith. One of Ron’s particular research interests is analysing 
how media narratives inform and shape social life, with much of his research describing the 
ways in which major economic, social and political events are represented and re-told in the 
making of news.   
In his lecture, Jacobs drew on a chapter from his and Eleanor Townsley‘s forthcoming book, 
The Space of Opinion (2011), and spoke about how different opinion media outlets – 
including newspaper op-ed pages, political talk shows and evening cable-news television – 
work to shape the public’s understanding of the events they portray. Jacobs presented an 
interesting case study which summarised the interpretations and reactions of various opinion 
media outlets in response to the collapse of Enron in December 2001. Analysing large 
samples of opinion collected from specific US newspapers and television shows such as ‘The 
News Hour’ and ‘Hannity and Colmes’ allowed Jacobs and Townsley to identify key 
differences between newspaper and television narratives that emerged about the crisis. In 
doing so, they were able to connect specific argument styles to specific types of media and 
demonstrate how the meaning of the crisis was reframed according to the format of the media 
it was represented in.   
For example, they found that both political talk shows and cable-news television largely 
ignored the technical aspects of Enron’s collapse, favouring a political critique of the issue. 
This meant that rather than reporting on what contributed to the collapse of Enron (e.g. 
questionable accounting practices, derivative trading), the television programs instead 
focused the majority of their coverage on discussing and debating the question of political 
corruption – particularly allegations that members of the Bush administration were in receipt 
of political contributions in exchange for favourable treatment and policy input. Jacobs 
outlined that this partisan focus was not as prevalent in newspaper op-ed pieces, which tended 
to provide more diverse, complex and less politicized analyses of the crisis. Where the 
television reporting was more likely to focus on the politics of the crisis, newspapers tended 
to offer greater policy commentary and information on the technical aspects of the crisis.   
Jacobs also discussed the ways in which the various opinion media formats ‘performed’ their 
own distinctive understanding of the crisis. He found that while newspaper op-ed pieces were 
generally more reserved and conservative in their narration of the crisis, political talk shows 
developed a more confrontational and partisan approach with hosts often framing guests 
responses by asking leading and morally charged questions. Given that many of the 
newspaper op-ed pieces were written by academics (e.g. Paul Krugman), the study was also 
able to reveal the value of the academic presence in the media in terms of improving the 
quality of information in the public discourse. In drawing these various comparisons, Jacobs 
emphasised the point that rather than being a neutral channel for the dissemination of 
information the media shape how social, economic, and political occurrences are received and 
talked about.  
Jacobs’s lecture was followed with an interesting response from Dr Luke Howie, lecturer in 
sociology in the School of Political and Social Inquiry at Monash University. Howie 
responded to Jacobs by reflecting on the recent global financial crisis (GFC) and the various 
media discourses that surrounded it. He emphasised that opinions are problematic because not 
all opinions receive the same coverage, stating that although mainstream media portrayed the 
crisis as unpredictable, random and arbitrary, there were those who predicted that the crisis 
was looming (e.g. American Psycho author Bret Easton Ellis or anti-globalisation protestors) 
but were ignored in mainstream media conceptualisations of the event. Although brief, 
Howie’s discussion provided a refreshing enrichment to Jacobs’s Enron case study, offering a 
more recent example of how the contemporary space of opinion media impacts on the 
narrative of crisis. 
The generous scholarship from TASA provided return airfares and two nights 
accommodation in Melbourne, which enabled us to not only attend the lecture but also several 
of the other events that were on offer during the Festival of Ideas. These included a public 
forum that addressed the question, ‘Does Wikileaks Matter?’ and a half-day event that 
explored the work of seminal theorist, Zygmunt Bauman. We are grateful to the Cultural 
Sociology Thematic Group for making it possible for us to experience these interesting talks. 
  
